Africa, Wainaina reminds the would-be scribe, is a homogeneous space in crisis. Faced with increasing sectarian violence and governmental mismanagement, the continent which has only emerged into independence in the last fifty years is once again on the brink of collapse as ethnic, religious and cultural identities go to war, dictatorial regimes flourish and humanitarian intervention goes unheeded. This is the popular image of Africa outside of the continent, a commonsense vision circulated across Europe and North America through film, television, the news media and popular culture. Yet, within the realm of African literature, a far different picture of the continent has developed. This Africa is one of promise, hope and struggle, where individual lives and collective fates strive towards an open future; it is this Africa which has held the interest of literary critics over the past sixty years. This book focuses on the ways in which this vision of Africa has been negotiated in contemporary writing. In order to analyse the nexus of factors which impel a literary image despite his or her status as a high-profile writer of African literature: Abani resides in Los Angeles, Chikwava in London; Adichie and Dangarembga both spend much of their time in Europe and North America; Vera resided in Canada for much of her adulthood and at the time of her death; Ngũ gĩ lives and works in California and Farah in Cape Town which, while in Africa, remains remote from his native Somalia. How does this geographic dissonance impact upon the image of Africa circulated in each author's work? Why has this decidedly migratory African identity become representative of African literature, writ large? To better understand the stakes at issue in these questions, the final chapter of this study places these works in a critical dialogue with fellow contemporary works which have not found a similar international audience, reading Valerie Tagwira's The Uncertainty of Hope (2006) , G. A. Agambila 's Journey (2006) and Francis B. Nyamnjoh's The Disillusioned African (1995 African ( /2007 , all published by independent continental African presses, to interrogate the contours of the local and the global in the construction of a literary Africa.
Timothy Brennan writes that the public stance of the writer (and critic) from the imperialized formations-negating the variety that first brought him or her into the public eye-exhibits a homogenization, although a complex one. Here is developed, passively, a set of doctrinal demands for the 'third-world' writer, whose features coalesce in what then appears as an appropriate cosmopolitanism. Together, these features form a geopolitical aesthetic, first with the requisites of metropolitan assumptions in mind (or at least at hand), but then, in its full articulation, with matters of taste left untouched while it seems to reorient them. 3 At the same time, as Sarah Brouillette demonstrates, authors, as figures with agency, may attempt with varying degrees of success to contest these conventions and sanctioned aesthetics: 'self-constructing gestures are challenged by the same circumstances that encourage their emergence, as writers will themselves readily admit, and so a cycle of critique and response typically ensues'. 4 In other words, writers in a global literary marketplace both challenge and are constrained by the conventions of representation mediating the reception of postcolonial literatures. By placing these global texts against works marked by their conditions of production and reception as local, then, this study aims to draw out the particularities of the 'geopolitical aesthetic' that describes Africa abroad and its larger ideological and socio-political import.
African literary studies have proven to be a fast-growing subfield of postcolonial studies, one of the largest emerging disciplines in cultural and literary studies over the last thirty years. Based in no small part on the global popularity and celebrity status of the founders of the African literary canon, particularly Chinua Achebe, Wole Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o, the study of African literature has remained an integral aspect of postcolonial studies' literary programme of inquiry. Despite this critical focus, however, current scholarship on literary writing associated with the continent remains limited by an inability to adequately address the contours of that work deemed 'African' on a global stage. The idea of Africa in these works, in other words, remains caught in a critical schism between authenticity and cosmopolitan detachment. Based in this conceptual opposition, studies of African writing largely revert to a split method which relies upon an allegiance either to the political value of African literature, writing back to imperial formations, or to its aesthetic value in recuperating a lost heritage. In both cases, the question of the will-to-knowledge in the transnational construction and circulation of an African literary canon in the context of a 'continuous history' of the postcolonial, 5 along with the related question of truth-value in representation, remains obscured through a cleaving of the aesthetic from the political. This is evidenced in the range of studies which focus alternatively on magical realism, orality and pre-colonial tradition, on the one hand, 6 and those which focus on anti-colonial nationalism, Marxism and historical determinism, on the other. 7 Even those works which foreground the construction of African literature as a global category remain hesitant to address the text as a specifically literary work, favouring instead what has been called the sociology of the text in their approaches.
8 While these studies represent important contributions to the on-going study of African literature, the current schism in studies of African writing nonetheless reflects a critical lacuna in approaching the African literary text in its totality. Unlike scholars of South African literature, a context of writing directly influenced by the immediacy of the ethical imperatives created by apartheid, criticism of continental African literature, writ large, has remained largely unable to address the narrative space where aesthetic and political imperatives overlap with the constraints of material culture in the transmission of the image of Africa dispersed across the globe today. As Simon Gikandi notes, 'More often than not, key African novels are either read as social documents which utilize the resources of fictionalization only superficially, or simply as decorative forms which seem to exist for their own sake'.
9 Gikandi calls for a heightened attentiveness to the relationship between form and content as a corrective to this critical neglect; in this book I take this plea further, suggesting that not only is the relationship between form (aesthetics), content (the political) and context (socio-historical and material) essential to the study of African literature, but that these aspects of the text are in fact co-constitutive and irrevocably intertwined in the creation and dissemination of a global Africa such that the study of one necessitates the study of the others.
Certainly, the split between the aesthetic and the political in critical inquiry is not unique to African literary studies; indeed, this condition of literary criticism in African letters reflects a larger split within postcolonial studies itself, between the discursive branch aligned with poststructuralism (including Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Homi K. Bhabha, two of postcolonial studies' 'holy trinity' of scholars) and its Marxist division (represented in the work of Neil Lazarus, Benita Parry, Aijaz Ahmad and Arif Dirlik). While certain practical advantages to this theoretical schism persist, neither of these approaches has fully addressed the mechanisms of representation evident in African literature and the bearing these mechanisms maintain on the image of Africa disseminated across the globe today. Indeed, this theoretical separation of the aesthetic and the political has resulted in critical readings which demand the elevation of a single discourse within the text and a repression of its alternate and multiple valuations. African literature must either be 'mostly sociopolitical', 10 where, in Chidi Amuta's terms, 'the immediacy of historical experience collectively felt becomes the real litmus test on the matter of creative genius ', 11 or else it must 'capture and recreate the tone, flavor and texture of life in our society' through a return to the poetics of orality. 12 In each case, the literary text is taken to function within an already-decided system of meaning, based upon whether literary worth is encoded through the aesthetic form of the text or its political function. The result has been a reification of the aesthetic/political split through the proliferation of critical schools, territorial disputes across the academy and the perpetual debate surrounding authenticity and representation in African literature. Mired in these conflicts, African literary study remains locked in partial and often-antiquated views of what it means to represent Africa within a transnational world system which, ironically, often fall prey to the stereotypical image of an Africa in crisis.
This book address this critical lacuna through an extended study of the intersection of the aesthetic and the political in contemporary African writing, situating close readings of primary texts against both the material cultures which dictate their production, circulation and reception, and the socio-historical contexts towards which they gesture and within which they are embedded. Throughout, I argue that it is in this interstitial space that the ethical imperative of postcolonial literatures, both as representative and re-presentative, comes to the fore. At the place where the aesthetic opens to the world, in other words, the literary text becomes subject to a series of positions related to its roles as speaking-for and speaking-of which relate directly to the larger valuations and ideologies which drive the global construction of borders, boundaries and identities. Considered in this light, textuality, cultural materiality and historical/social context will not be presented as discrete categories for analysis, but rather as mutually-implicated aspects of literary production, together creating what has been called 'the localized conditions of knowledge production' which impel understanding. 13 Over the course of this study, I consider the ways in which contemporary African literary narratives, as examples of imaginative literature, demonstrate the complex and often contradictory workings of identification, as they both shape and are shaped by the larger discourses surrounding Africa across the globe. This book focuses, in particular, on the construction of race, gender, mythopoetics and the question of address, progressing from a study of individual, character-based identity-formation to collective forms of identification which occur at the site of reading. Certainly, this book does not purport to give a definitive answer to the question of how identities and communities are represented in narrative. It does, however, set out to illuminate some of the ways in which identities are challenged, created, mired and shifted within Copyrighted material -978-1-137-37832-3
Copyrighted material -978-1-137-37832-3 the complex web of interacting discourses and material constraints which marks the contemporary postcolony.
Postcolonial Studies and Representation: Contexts and Criticism
When the field of postcolonial studies was unofficially inaugurated with the 1978 publication of Edward W. Said's Orientalism, a main concern of the field was how cultural representations were legitimized.
14 Said demonstrated how, through the circulation of discourse, the Orient was authenticated in both the Western imaginary and, crucially, in the Orient itself, thereby exposing the textual mechanisms behind colonial control. As Said writes in that work:
The Orient and Islam have a kind of extrareal, phenomenologically reduced status that puts them out of reach of everyone except the Western expert. From the beginning of Western speculation about the Orient, the one thing the Orient could not do was to represent itself. Evidence of the Orient was credible only after it had passed through and been made firm by the refining fire of the Orientalist's work.
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The Orient, metonymically standing in for the non-Western world, cannot know itself. It can only become known through the expertise of Western scholarship, creating and fixing its image in time and space. Moreover, as Kojin Karatani has explained, '"Orientalism" sees people of the non-West as convenient objects of analysis for the social sciences but ignores their intellectual and ethical existences '. 16 Under this view, artistic reproductions of the Orient, particularly, were taken to buttress an already-read system of representation and meaning, where the pleasure of the exotic or the otherworldly artefact emerged not from a quest for understanding, but from the enforcement of an already-known ontological essence. Central to the production of the Orient, then, was the devaluation of the non-West as less than human, a condition that persists today through what Judith Butler has characterized as 'the extent that a "Western" civilization defines itself over and against a population understood as, by definition, illegitimate, if not dubiously human'.
17
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Copyrighted material -978-1-137-37832-3 Although in African history the colonial experience represents but a brief moment from the perspective of today, this moment is still charged and controversial since, to say the least, it signified a new historical form and the possibility of radically new types of discourses on African traditions and cultures.
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More directly speaking, colonialism irrevocably altered the image of Africa which persists to the present day, including the means through which the continent is thought, theorized and represented on a world stage. This is perhaps most clearly seen in the preponderance of binary oppositions in defining Africa against the West: 'traditional versus modern; oral versus written and printed; agrarian and customary communities versus urban and industrialized civilization; subsistence economies versus highly productive economies'.
24
In short, 'The African has become not only the Other who is everyone else except me, but rather the key which, in its abnormal differences, specifies the identity of the Same'. 25 Crucially, this image of Africa is one which has been interiorized, both through a positive assimilation and an oppositional resistance, a double bind captured in Ezekiel Mphahlele's lament that 'We [Africans] must stop placing ourselves on show to the outside world and begin teaching our own people '. 26 In the contemporary context, this vision of Africa as a place of exotic fascination and unspeakable suffering has persisted across a variety of forms and media. American and British news coverage of recent events in African history provides one example of this lingering Copyrighted material -978-1-137-37832-3
Copyrighted material -978-1-137-37832-3 and catastrophic rhetoric. An op-ed in the New York Times, looking at the run-up to the 2012 Somali presidential elections, for instance, features the headline 'Getting Somalia Right This Time', while another editorial essay, this time describing bureaucratic stagnancy in Zimbabwe, declares that the nation-state has become 'Where Citizenship Went to Die'. Similar coverage appears in reports detailing the 2008 Kenyan elections ('Kenya, Known for Its Stability, Topples Into Post-Election Chaos', a title which neglects to mention the inconvenient fact that the aforementioned stability came at the price of dictatorship) and 2011 Nigerian elections ('Election Fuels Deadly Clashes in Nigeria'). Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, the Guardian features headlines like 'Scores Hacked to Death in Nigerian Sectarian Clash' and the Times ones such as 'Sierra Leone: a Tale of Post-colonial Disaster: How Prosperity Declined into Bloody Revolution'. 27 Beyond the headlines, a recent profile featured in The Boston Globe details the travails of Abubakar 'Bubbles' Suleiman, a Nigerian immigrant and a recent middle school graduate who joyfully discusses the opportunities life in America has given him after a childhood spent 'hunting zebras with spears and trying to avoid antagonizing cheetahs'. 28 Never mind that northern Nigeria, Suleiman's place of birth, features little by way of savannahs and no known cheetahs or zebras. Equally, the image of Africa portrayed in fashion and cultural publications displays a similar preoccupation with foregrounding the wild, exotic, yet somehow homogeneous, nature of the continent. In the September 2009 issue of American Harper's Bazaar, supermodel Naomi Campbell dashes across the plains in a playful race with a cheetah, whose skin is replicated in the fabric of her dress. Later, in the same layout, clad in zebra skins and fur she frolics under a jump rope twirled by two monkeys. In the June 2007 issue of Vogue USA, actress Keira Knightley stands proud, surveying the empty distance, surrounded by a group of silent Masai warriors, clad in bright colours and utterly interchangeable in their passi vity. More recently, a fashion spread in the May 2011 issue of British Vogue heralds its title, 'White Mischief', with a photo of an ethereal Agyness Deyn, millennial It girl, staring vacantly down at a young man in full tribal drag with what is presumably his pet cheetah, all against the picturesque backdrop of the Namib Desert. This is the Africa of Hollywood, that place depicted in recent films like Blood Diamond and The Constant Gardener. This is an Africa which cannot function on its own, always in need of the Western gaze to admire its wonders or Western intervention to save it from itself. Across these examples, even the most nuanced reportage is packaged under headlines and images which recall Africa as that savage place, incapable of democracy and independent leadership and still in need of the firm guidance of a wiser and more just West. Africa may be exotic in its primal beauty, but it remains remote, empty of humanity and open to the ministrations of the adventurous Western traveller-cum-humanitarian.
Of course, this idea of Africa does not represent the full complexity of colonial intervention on the African continent and its lasting legacy in the representation of Africa today. As these examples highlight, the Orientalist/Africanist vision of Said and Mudimbe results in a view in which the African continent, along with its inhabitants, functions in entirely passive terms. Colonial violence is done to the continent, and the image of Africa is imposed upon its peoples. Without downplaying the immensity of colonial violence and its violation of the African continent, however, there still remains room to enliven moments of resistance to and appropriation of the discourses and material legacies of colonialism by the diverse populations of Africa. This may be reflected in the characterization of colonial conquest and subjugation as 'an enabling violation', 29 constitutive of contemporary African thought, and a focus on agency within the colonial frame. As Gikandi reminds us, the issue is less what has been done to the African continent, staged as a passive repository for imposed values, than the ways in which actors and agents from the continent worked and continue to work within an evolving system of representation to create visions of self, world and community. 30 Without removing the asymmetric system of violence which defined colonial conquest on the continent, it remains imperative to recall the extent to which these discourses, systems and functions have become part of Africa's own history through what Spivak calls 'a wrenching coupling of epistemes'. 31 Colonization, in other words, was not passively accepted by the African continent and its populations; instead, the colonial encounter became the site of radical appropriations and reinscriptions, 32 an epistemological realignment which is of particular relevance to contemporary imaginings of Africa. Rather than functioning through oppositions, Africa and the West may be viewed as nodes in a complex, unevenly-loaded and ever-shifting network of influence and interaction, both acting upon and within a transnational cultural and socio-political world system. Throughout the body of theoretical work associated with postcolonial studies, the control of narratives of self, other and society has been cited as a central means through which colonial intervention operated and continues to operate, with ramifications in both the symbolic reproduction of violence and its material effects. In his study of colonial 'states of emergency', for instance, Stephen Morton interrogates the extent through which legal, literary and military rhetoric served to reinforce an image of the colonies as lawless spaces in need of the civilizing discipline of the metropole, a justification for brutality which elides the foundational violence of colonialism, in which 'European colonial governments mobilised a repository of narratives and metaphors to mask and obfuscate the terror and violence of colonial sovereignty'. 33 The deployment and control of narratives casting the colonized as savage and the colonizers as benevolent patrons, Morton explains, served to undergird and legitimize the normalization of terror and use of force to maintain colonial order. More broadly, Said, in the preface to Culture and Imperialism, explains that 'nations themselves are narrations. The power to narrate, or to block other narratives from forming and emerging, is very important to culture and imperialism, and constitutes one of the main connections between them'. 34 Narrative is thus seen as 'central to the representation of identity, in personal memory and self-representation or in collective identity of groups such as regions, nations, race and gender'. 35 As Kwame Anthony Appiah has noted, 'evaluating stories together is one of the central human ways of learning to align our responses to the world. And that alignment of responses is […] one of the ways we maintain the social fabric, the texture of our relationships'. 36 Because of the potency of narrative as a means of ordering the world and creating meaning, then, a central facet of colonial expansion functioned through its investment in a negative image of the colonized. 'If you are going to enslave or to colonise somebody', Achebe reminds us, 'you are not going to write a glowing report about him either before or after'.
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Most relevantly for this study, this focus on narrative extends to the literary; as Brennan notes, 'cultural study, and specifically the study of imaginative literature, is in many ways a profitable one for understanding the nation-centredness of the post-colonial world'. 38 Indeed,
as my opening discussion of Said implies, the manipulation of racial and cultural representation in imaginative literature has remained one of the primary ways in which imperialist and colonialist powers maintained themselves. 39 The non-Western individual, rather than existing as a subject in her or his own right, becomes an invention of Western discourse through the West 'inseminating itself globally, after having properly tilled, turned over and reduced to compost the once lived actualities of the historicity of the non-European world'.
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At the same time, it is important to recall that this constructed representation is not mere caricature. Rather, it accounts for 'a complex ignorance' which functions 'actively as a form of positive knowledge'. 41 The resulting internalization of externally-produced discourse repeats and perpetuates dominance and oppression with devastating psycho-social effects on the colonized subject, in the terms of Frantz Fanon's theorization in 1952's Black Skin, White Masks and 1961's The Wretched of the Earth. It has also inspired a more contemporary body of work outlining the importance of narrative-as-testimony to combat this, including notable contributions from bell hooks, Paul Gilroy and Kelly Oliver.
42 By attempting to destabilize colonial appropriations of the narratives of nation and individual, however, postcolonial studies implicitly questions the very basis of narrative representations. With its emphasis on how 'we' understand 'our' world explicitly interrogated, postcolonial readings may thus attempt to expose the constructed and Eurocentric nature of the 'us' who defines the world through narrative control and, in the process, imposes its viewpoint on 'them' through a system of binary oppositions. Rather than passively accepting narrative as a means of self-production and worldcreation, a postcolonial critique may thus question the construction of narrative and the tacit assumptions about self, others and the world which are encoded within it. Certainly, in Africa, a continent of nations fabricated through colonial imposition, the notion that colonial power works to 'transform non-European areas into fundamentally European constructs' is relevant. 43 Yet, equally central is the means through which these avenues of control were appropriated and transfigured into something else entirely, refusing this single-minded and Manichean imposition of value. Even the nation, that imaginary structure so neatly imposed upon the map of the continent, has become a lived construct, often in direct opposition to its colonial founders' interests. This mutability is a point to which I will return throughout Copyrighted material -978-1-137-37832-3
Copyrighted material -978-1-137-37832-3 the course of this study, as the re-presentation and representation of individuals and events will show the fragility of this process as well as its complexity.
It is my argument in this book that current debate surrounding African literature has strayed too far from this nuanced view of the complexity of representation, favouring instead often-polemic posturing on the relative value of authenticity, cosmopolitanism or recuperation, as discrete textual functions. Certainly, work of this nature is crucial to the advancement of African literary studies; at the same time, the inability of criticism to not only concern itself with what has become global African literature but why, and through what means, has marked a gap in the potential for a deeper understanding of how and why Africa has come to mean in its contemporary context. Echoing the concerns of critics of postcolonial studies more broadly, this reification of critical approaches led to a certain fossilization of scholarship. Lazarus, for example, has commented that 'postcolonialist readings often have a quality of appropriativeness '. 44 This statement captures the sentiment that the range of studies put forth by postcolonial scholars has become constrained by the discipline's early affiliation with French theory, celebrating ideas of hybridity, difference and dislocation, what John C. Hawley has called 'traditional postcolonial interests', 45 over ideals of resistance or social realism, essentially complaining that the aesthetic has overtaken the political. Conversely, Eli Park Sorensen argues, this same preference has resulted in a critical paradigm that overlooks texts which fail to function as studies in the interstitial, dismissing them as reactionary and elevating the political over the aesthetic. 46 Regardless of perspective, the preference for readings of a certain sort in postcolonial studies has resulted in a sense of neglect in critical inquiry. In African literature, Mudimbe echoes this notion with his observation that when one speaks of African literature one is referring both to a body of texts whose authors are known and to anonymous discourses which carry on successive deposits of supposedly unknown imaginations. This is already a problem, and it has, so far, not been addressed in a convincing way by specialists of African studies. 47 Africa, in short, becomes a place that is already-read and alreadyknown and yet is simultaneously and paradoxically alien. Set in this context, then, the image of Africa becomes a negative exposure of the accepted normativity of late capitalism and contemporary developmentalist narratives of world progression, which it is contemporary criticism's task to combat.
In considering these questions of identity and representation in African literature, this study progresses thematically, rather than geographically or chronologically, focusing on the means through which the aesthetic and political valuations of African literature produce space for representing-otherwise. While this structure bears the advantage of allowing for considerable scope for comparativism and the drawing of transnational connections, it also means that concepts and debates brought up in one chapter may be revisited, expanded upon or refined in subsequent chapters. Additionally, because of its thematic focus, geographical, historical and political contextualization will be spread across the study as relevant to a particular section. The first chapter of this study sets the theoretical and broad cultural context for the remainder of the monograph, introducing the notions of representation and ethics. The question of narrative representation will be linked to the intersection of the aesthetic and the political, and this, in turn, will be drawn out to debates on the anthropological exotic, the writer in an African state and the worldliness of the literary text.
The next chapters consider the textual work of representation and identification by looking at the construction of individual subjectivities in contemporary African writing. Chapter 2 focuses on the construction of racial and ethnic identities through readings of Brian Chikwava's Harare North, Nuruddin Farah's Links and Tsitsi Dangarembga's The Book of Not. This chapter dwells particularly on the tension between performativity in identification and fixity in subject position in all three works, highlighting the contingency and perpetual variability of ethnic and raced identities. It argues against a Manichean worldview, instead presenting the notion of racial and ethnic coming-into-being as a multi-valenced and constantly-dispersed process of becoming, refracted through aesthetic innovation in narrative form. The following chapter turns to the construction of gendered identities through readings of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's Half of a Yellow Sun, Aminatta Forna's Ancestor Stones and Yvonne Vera's The Stone Virgins, focusing particularly on the intersection of gender and conflict in contemporary African literature. This chapter highlights
Copyrighted material -978-1-137-37832-3 the multiple and often-conflictual processes of gendered becoming in these texts, arguing that the aesthetic decision to present alternative modes of gendered becoming through contrapuntal writing serves a political purpose of destabilization and recuperation whose promise cannot be entirely fulfilled within the boundaries of the novel.
The final chapters of this book move away from close readings to consider collective identifications as enacted at the site of reading, through the construction of readerships and demands for a readingotherwise in approaching contemporary African literature. Chapter 4 focuses on case studies of Chris Abani's GraceLand and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's Wizard of the Crow to explore the re-constitution of mythology and subversion of the oft-used narrative technique of magical realism as rhetorical strategies. By reconfiguring mythological narratives and resisting a collapse into the surreal or arcane in their narrative forms, each novel presents a vision for contemporary Africa which resists totalities and absolutes in favour of an ever-vigilant sense of multiplicity. The final chapter of this monograph focuses on the question of address. This chapter will first examine the ways in which globally-published African literature has both been positioned as authentically African to its largely-Western readership, while remaining under the auspices of Euro-American systems of production, valuation and dissemination, and then, through readings of three locally-published African texts, seeks to position the contours of this global literary vision of Africa. The monograph ends with a brief conclusion which notes trajectories for African literature today and evaluates the interconnectedness of the aesthetic and the political as African literature emerges into the twenty-first century.
Throughout this study, I focus on the complicated relationship between address, context, publication, readership and text which contemporary African literature presents, seeing in this nexus of factors an explicit call for attention to the intersection of the aesthetic and the political in this body of writing. It is in this space, this study asserts, that the ethical imperatives of representation most keenly feel their strength and urgency. Rather than dismissing contemporary African literature as written by and for an elite and largely Euro-American readership by a class of estranged and alienated transnational and diasporic native informants, then, this study focuses on the extent through which the aesthetic act of re-presentation attempts to surpass its limitations as representative through the manipulation of identification and the encoding of address in these novels. Citing a 2000 interview with contemporary Nigerian writer Helon Habila, Elleke Boehmer writes that 'as African novelists in the 2000s turn increasingly towards local audiences and narrative traditions, and away from the implied European reader, they become ever more independent interpreters of their own internal conflicts and identities '. 48 It is the relative efficacy of this turn of address, away from an implied collusion with essentialisms in identity and representation, that this study focuses upon in considering the works of contemporary African literature. In so doing, this study seeks a form of reading somewhat akin to what Robert Spencer has called 'cosmopolitan criticism' and Spivak 'reading as translation', 49 a cry for 'a reader who responds to the call of the text, surrenders to it, and finds there all the risky mutual solicitations of love and politics '. 50 Unlike these formulations, however, this study does not highlight the affective response of the text; rather, it seeks to situate the moment of responsibility in reading at the site where the aesthetic and the political come into contact with the material, staging the act of reading as a perpetual play within the dual senses of representation. Taken together, the novels considered in this book represent Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Sierra Leone, Kenya, Somalia, Cameroon and Ghana. Some of these texts, along with their authors, have found international acclaim, earning the Orange Prize for Fiction (Adichie), the Hurston-Wright Legacy Award (Forna, Abani), the Neustadt Prize (Farah), the Commonwealth Writers' Prize (Dangarembga), the Macmillan Writers' Prize for Africa (Vera), the Lotus Prize for Literature (Ngũgĩ), amongst many others, and readerships numbering well into the millions. Others (Tagwira, Agambila, Nyamnjoh) remain relatively unknown. Through the prominence of some, as eminent literary authorities playing a critical role in the shaping of our global imagining of Africa today, and the neglect of others, as parochial or peripheral, these texts demonstrate the stakes, contours and valuations at play in the creation of a contemporary African literary canon. Throughout the chapters which follow, this work of representation, one encompassing resistance, identification, appropriation and destabilization, will be interrogated, questioned and ultimately mapped in all of its functions.
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